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THE HOST OF AMERICA’S MOST WANTED SPEAKS OUT IN THE ACCLAIMED NATIONAL BESTSELLER TEARS OF RAGE


“I’ve never really spoken about these things to anyone before, but I want to talk about Adam before he died. I want people to know just exactly how horrible it is to lose your child, how painful it is. But I also want to talk about how people can help you, and how you can help yourself. About how to come to terms with life when you think you’re dying of a broken heart.”


—John Walsh


“I remember thinking, ‘our son’s been murdered, and now we’ve got to be the ones to do something about it?’ It was a sad thing for this country that the fight had to be led by two broken-down parents of a murdered child. But we had to, because no one else was going to do it.”


—Revé Walsh




“TEARS OF RAGE


tells a spellbinding story, tragic yet inspirational. The most remarkable thing it reveals is how one man, happy and successful, can suddenly be plunged into the most unspeakable tragedy imaginable, then gradually emerge with a strength he never knew he had, to lead a crusade he never wanted . . . and be brilliant at it.”


—The Sun-Sentinel (FL)


“The story [of Adam Walsh’s murder] is already part of contemporary lore, a wrenching lore to break our hearts. . . . TEARS OF RAGE . . . turn[s] a familiar tale into one full of fresh detail, undiminished pain and troubling revelation.”


—Time


“The tumultuous, painful existence that follows the violent death of a child is related in frank and sincere terms. . . . Walsh emerges as a true hero by being a man not afraid to challenge the system.”


—The Topeka Metro News (KS)


“This book is as heart-rending as you imagine it would be. . . . It’s a brave book, and you have to be a brave soul to read it.”


—The Republic (Phoenix)


“[A] horrific, compelling and ultimately triumphant story.”


—New York Post
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For Adam, Meghan, Callahan, and Hayden.
And all the children we’ll never meet.
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A simple child,


That lightly draws its breath,


And feels its life in every limb,


What should it know of death?


—WILLIAM WORDSWORTH





Prologue


AND WHEN THEY ASK, AS I’M SURE THEY WILL, WHY I HAVE decided to speak about these things, I will have an answer for them:


My hope is that these words will stand as a testament to the many sacrifices that were made.


My wife, Revé, and I did not make all of these sacrifices ourselves. There were others who helped carry the burden. We did not respond, for example, to the particular request that I am about to relate. We were spared little over the whole course of events. But we were saved from this, at least. The request was for someone close to us, a friend. A family member would have been ideal, but was judged, ultimately, to be unwise.


And so a friend, one who knew us well, went instead. Years before, I had done him what he regarded as a great favor, and now he believed that, as difficult as it might be, it was time to repay the kindness.


He left, accompanied by a detective, and drove recklessly in his white convertible up the divided concrete highway at an irresponsible speed. The August sun beat down on him, and the hot, dry tarry smell of the road swirled around them both. They did not speak. He was marshaling his strength, focusing himself, concentrating on the task at hand.


And finally, after an hour, they came to the place.


For some time, I did not know about what happened next. I was later told some of it because I asked to be told. I did not want to know all of it, and still do not. But it is important for these unspeakable things to be spoken of, because they actually happened in this world.


My friend remembers walking up what seemed like an endless flight of wooden stairs, to a set of swinging doors, scuffed at the bottom by impatient technicians who had kicked them open with their feet. Panes of frosted glass in these doors let light through, but obscured the things that took place within. He remembers the odor of disinfectant and formaldehyde. Cold, fluorescent light was reflected on ceramic tile, and rows of stainless steel instruments lay precisely on countertops beneath the overhang of metal cabinets. In the center of the room was a wheeled, stainless steel table.


A man wearing a clinical, white, knee-length smock walked up to him.


“Can you do this?” my friend was asked.


“Yes,” he replied.


Then they brought out something swaddled in white towels, like a newborn, and laid it in front of him.


The warm, brackish water had done its work, transforming something once known intimately into something that could not exist even in the darkest imagination. But it did exist. It was now irrefutable.


The eyes, once clear, were not fully open. They were clouded, unseeing. The soft blondish hair, always straight, was now tangled and matted. The unblemished skin, the kind that had never deeply tanned, was taut, like a thin sheathing of plastic that no longer contained anything.


Beneath that, below the thin neck, where T-shirts had once covered the muscles of a small chest, and where fingers and feet had once been held in loving hands, there was now—nothing.


What was presented for identification in this strange, unfamiliar setting was all that remained.


The day before, two workers from the citrus fields who had cast their lines for brim and catfish had been walking along a fetid drainage canal not far from the Florida turnpike when they saw something floating in the still water, among the saw grass and pepperweeds. They later said that, at first, they thought it was the head of a little girl’s life-size doll.


Now there was only this procedure of official identification. And so my friend asked, in a single breath . . . if he might be shown . . . if they could please . . . part the lips?


They did.


Only then did he see again what he had seen and remembered, just days, a lifetime ago: there, in the delicate gap, was a small, emerging tooth.


And then he knew.


• • •


All these years later, he still dreams of it. The face, he says, appears out of the darkness while he is sleeping. The image still comes to him when he cannot protect himself from it, during the night. And sometimes when it comes, he says, it is wearing a child’s red baseball cap.


It is fitting that these things are called “the remains.” Those words describe what still exists when all that has gone before it no longer does. The deed, the chosen action that would come to be called “the crime,” had taken away everything that had been and had left in its place something that could not be comprehended or understood, something that, sixteen years later, we still cannot believe.


There had been promise, and now there was none. There had been an endless wellspring of hope and future, and now it was gone. What we had once loved with all of our beings, and believed we would always continue to love, that which we had cherished above all else, no longer existed. This was all that remained of a little boy.


The child on that autopsy table was my six-year-old son, Adam.





Book
One






1



Auburn


ON SUNDAY MORNINGS WHEN MY FATHER, “GENTLEMAN” Jack Walsh, genuflected in his best blue serge suit and took his seat in the front pew of St. Mary’s Roman Catholic Church for Mass and Holy Communion, he was sometimes not accompanied by his boys.


It’s not that there was any antipathy on our part. It was just that his sons—my younger brother Jimmy and I—were ordinarily in the back row with the old women and nuns, wearing the black eyes and split lips that we’d picked up in fistfights the Saturday night before.


It was not right, my father said, that his sons approach the altar in that unholy condition. “You can give God one hour of your life each week and thank Him for what you have,” he would say. “And you can be presentable while you’re doing it. That’s not too much to ask.”


That dictum was pretty hard to argue with, but there were stretches when it was not uppermost in mind. My nose was broken at least four times by the year I graduated from college, and it was usually at least partly my doing.


I fought over girls, I fought for my honor. I fought to protect Jimmy. And sometimes I fought for the love of fighting. My good friend John Monahan, an erudite Irishman, thinks that it has everything to do with heritage. You can’t understand me, he says, unless you understand my Irish pride. It’s not so much about ego; it’s just that I can’t abide anything derogatory being said about my family. That’s even worse than someone attacking me. I’ll fight to my last breath to protect my family’s honor—and my own. I couldn’t care less.


Once in the 1970s Monahan and I were in New York City on business and went to a great Spanish restaurant at Fifty-second and Broadway. We were walking along and four guys tried to roll us. I went for the first guy, whacked him on both ears—crack!—and he went down for the count. Then I turned on the second guy, who was a lot bigger than me, and almost put him through the window of Gallagher’s steak house. Monahan and I both spent time in the ring. And neither one of us backs down.


I did not learn to fight from my father. His given name was John, like mine, but he was known either as Gentleman Jack, or, more often, by his nickname, which was Adam. It was always “Good morning, Adam” and “There goes Adam Walsh.” I don’t really know why that name stuck—maybe because it seemed as if he was such a premier guy. First in everything. He had been drafted out of Notre Dame when he was twenty to serve in the air force in World War II, and he went on to become a B-24 bomber pilot in the Pacific, the first lieutenant in a crew of twelve.


The B-24s were behemoths—big, dangerous targets in the sky, with gunner’s stations in the nose and tail. My father rarely talked about the war, but he did tell us about how, over the radio, he heard his buddies being hit and going down. And he told us that the important thing to remember was that nothing was more dangerous in the world than a disorganized crew. Being disorganized could kill you.


Once, when he was listening over the radio to a plane going down, all the crew members were fighting over the parachutes, screaming and trying to jump out of their burning plane. My father always said that the reason he survived the war was because his own crew had been so disciplined. He had made them drill and rehearse constantly, just constantly. What if this happens? What if that goes wrong? What do we do? What’s the plan? My Dad was a hero. He had medals, lots of them, for bravery under fire. And what he told me was to always be prepared.


Later he entered Tokyo with the Army of Occupation and I’m sure saw a number of things that he would rather not have seen. When he finally came home from the war in 1946 to our hometown of Auburn, a pristine town in the Finger Lakes in upstate New York, my father never wanted to leave. He had seen the violent side of the world and wanted no part of it brought into the big clapboard house on Lake Avenue. Sometimes he would go to see the World Series or to a Yankees game or the fights in New York City. But mostly he didn’t want to spend even a single night away from home.


My dad was a role model for all of us: me, the oldest, born the day after Christmas, 1945 (my wife, Revé, who would not enter the picture for quite some time, says that I consider it an affront that I was not born on December 25). Then there was Jimmy, a year and a half younger; my younger sister, Jane; and our late-in-life, Irish Catholic-mistake baby brother, Joe, who wasn’t born until Jane was in third grade.


Jane was beautiful, an all-around great girl. Dad always said, “Don’t ever lay a hand on your sister, Jane, or you will pay ten times the penalty.” And we did. My brother and I tormented this girl. We tied her to a tree and cut off big chunks of her hair. But that was just what you did to your sister: you teased and tormented her. To this day we love her, and she loves us, and it all worked out in the end. She gets to blame us for the rest of our lives.


It’s not fashionable these days to remember happy childhoods, but that’s the way mine was. Mostly what I remember is that my father loved my mother, and that she loved him back. They had a respect for each other, and even when they were older, they would still go out to dinner together and hold hands. I do not remember him ever yelling at her. My father was a member of the Holy Name Society at church, which was made up of men who did not take the name of the Lord in vain.


He was a tall, handsome guy with black, curly hair, and he loved to wear nice clothes. “Put your best foot forward,” he’d always say, “because you never know who you’ll run into when you go out on your way.” He wasn’t flamboyant, but he was elegant, and a bunch of his friends tried to get him into politics. He just never had that kind of ambition. All he was ever interested in, really, was staying at home and spending time with the family.


It was easy enough to see that all the women loved him. Whenever he’d go into a store, they would all turn and smile. As for women in general, we were taught to respect them absolutely. My father said that they were creatures who had to be defended and protected, and that also included my mother. “Your mother is my partner,” my dad would say, “and the way you talk to her is the way you’re talking to me. If you give her any teenage lip, you’ll have to answer to me.”


My mother was too nice a person ever to be the family disciplinarian. She had grown up in “the big house” on North Street, where a lady made doll clothes for her dolls, and her family had an English cook and gardener, and formal gardens with lilacs and a little pond with goldfish in it. The Callahans were lace-curtain Irish. My grandfather James Francis Callahan had owned a lot of real estate, and a paint company and a country club by the lake, but mainly he owned a big building company, Callahan Construction. He had poured the concrete for the huge prison in Auburn, the first one in the area, and when the time came for the first electrocution there, my grandpa Callahan was invited to be a witness to it because he had helped build the place.


My mother used to show us pictures of him, handsome, sitting in a raccoon coat in his big, elegant, polished automobiles. And then, when he was in the middle of all his success, a blood vessel burst in his head, and Grandpa Callahan died of a stroke at age forty-five.


Not long after that, his wife, Grandma Callahan, died when her three kids were still teenagers. They couldn’t run the estate by themselves, so it was handed over to lawyers, who promptly ran it into the ground. By the time the war was over, everybody was broke. But my uncles started the business up from scratch again, beginning with one truck. Callahan Trucking. It was always a big deal when they’d go to Pennsylvania to get each new truck—only the best Mack trucks. And of course, all the trucks had kelly green shamrocks painted on them. You had to hand it to them: they built the business back up again from nothing into a huge concrete-making company.


My mother’s family had had its rough spots, but it was still refined compared to my father’s. He grew up on Tipperary Hill in Syracuse, an Irish neighborhood where the traffic lights are green on top instead of red. His father was a rough-and-tumble guy who had a cash-register store and four Irish sons. Maybe that’s where Jimmy and I inherited it; we were always just such hell-raisers.


Outside the house, Jimmy and I always stuck up for each other. But inside, we tried to kill each other every day. Mom used to called us Cain and Abel. Once we got into a fight in the kitchen and just about destroyed it—knocked the roast on the floor and broke some plates that had been handed down for generations. But fighting was the thing in those days. It’s a testosterone thing, a male-bonding thing that women will never in a million years understand. We just loved to roughhouse. We called it “roughing up.” In those days, you didn’t have guns and you didn’t have knives. You had your fists. And you definitely settled your scores of honor.


There was always some guy who’d have one too many beers and decide he wanted to take on the Walsh brothers. Those were epic fights. And then there were the fights over girls. I don’t know why girls wanted to hang around us, but they did, especially the pretty ones. Girls love bad boys, and I’d get caught all the time, sneaking out of their houses, parking with them in cars, bringing them into the living room. Their fathers wanted to kill me, as did their brothers, and there were lots of “You keep your son away from my daughter” confrontations. But those never worked. It only made the girls want to see you more.


In those days there was always something going on at our house. It was full of people all the time, usually around the dining-room table, eating. My mother baked something nearly every day, and she fed legions of kids—pot roast, meat loaf, spaghetti. My dad’s big hobby was befriending kids who had nonparticipatory parents. His philosophy was that it was better having everybody at our house, and knowing what was going on, than worrying about us at somebody else’s house, unsupervised.


For a long time I wasn’t aware of much that took place beyond our house. I was so wrapped up in puberty that I didn’t really pay attention to what was going on in the rest of the world. But I do remember the day that my father brought home Eddie Miles.


Eddie Miles was a poor kid who lived in the downtown part of Auburn. It was not far from my father’s office, where he had taken over the cash-register business from his father. There was one house on that street. This little boy lived in there, and the whole family was so poor. Of course, Eddie would always be out in front of my father’s store, and my dad would notice him and take him for an ice cream.


He felt so sorry for that little boy who had no chance in life. “Nobody really cares about him,” Dad would say. Of course the Miles’s had no car, so Dad would always take Eddie for a ride with him. That’s how Eddie got up to our house. My dad would say, “Eddie, would you do an errand for me?” And then he would just sort of take Eddie along.


Eddie Miles’s father was always trying to work, and always losing his job. Eddie was the oldest. He was dirty and poor—not the type of kid we associated with. Then one day Eddie Miles did something incredibly stupid: he jumped into the river off the big Lake Avenue bridge. Not only did he not know how to swim, but he also broke both of his legs. Somebody fished him out of the water, and the doctors put him in a body cast. Eddie was going to live all right, but after that, things really went downhill. You can’t take a shower with a body cast on, and nobody was taking care of Eddie. On top of everything else, he was really starting to stink.


So one day when my brother Jimmy and I were about ten and eleven, my dad brought Eddie Miles out to our house. We couldn’t figure it out. We thought it was really an intrusion—this kid from the city coming into our nice house and my dad showing him all our sports trophies. Jimmy and I went out of the room and started talking about it: “What the hell is Dad bringing that kid in here for? He stinks, and he’s showing him all our personal stuff.”


Evidently, my father overheard us. Because about two minutes later he found us and took us out of Eddie’s earshot and really let us have it. “Let me tell you two something,” he said, as angry as I’d ever seen him. “I’m going to tell you right now that you don’t know how lucky you are. You live on this lovely street by the lake not because of anything you’ve done, but because of the luck of the draw. But for the grace of God, my boys, you could be Eddie Miles yourselves. You had nothing to do with being born into this family. And this boy had nothing to do with the fact that he was born into the situation he was. I don’t ever want to hear you talk that way again!”


As stupid as we were, the lesson sank in. For the first time in my life that I can remember, I felt ashamed. My brother and I had been self-centered and arrogant. Selfish, arrogant little boys.


I don’t really know how I got from that point to the way I later became. Somewhere along the line I began to feel that I was supposed to take care of everything, that it was my job to look out for the family and my brothers and sister. It’s a feeling that has stayed with me my whole life. I don’t know if it comes from being Irish or Catholic or both. Maybe I just believed that I was better than anybody at almost everything, so if anyone was in trouble or something was going wrong, no one would be able to fix things the way I could. That everything was my responsibility. That it was my job to be in charge of the world. I don’t really know where it all came from, but it was there. And it was apparently pretty obvious, even early on.


My mother remembers that not long after Joe was born, when I was about fourteen, she was driving with me in the car someplace and I said to her, “You know, Mom, you and Dad are a little older, a little old to be having a kid. And I just want you to know that if anything happens to you both, I’ll take care of Joe.”


My father wasn’t some kind of religious nut, but in retrospect, I’d have to say that I learned more about values and morality at home than I ever did in school, despite the parochial education. I attended Our Lady of Mount Carmel, a high school run by the Carmelite fathers. Boys separated from girls, and priests in monk’s robes who believed in serious corporal punishment. If you were out in the hall when you weren’t supposed to be, they’d slam your fingers in your locker. If you mouthed off, they’d take you out into the hall and hit you with a belt. All that, and you also had to wear a sport coat and tie. The unbelievable thing is that you paid good money to go there, and if you screwed up, you got kicked out. The academics were top-notch, and some of the priests were great guys, but they ran that school with an iron hand.


I had really high scores on my admissions tests, so I spent four years in the advanced classes with the same twenty-five eggheads. We were the guys who took Latin and all the accelerated courses, and they expected a lot from us. But it was always easy for me. I never studied, ever. I was the only jock in the group, and all I wanted was to get away from the eggheads and be with regular guys.


After the War, my father had never had the chance to finish at Notre Dame. By that time, he was married and a veteran and had a family to support. So of course when I graduated from high school, he wanted me to go to his alma mater. But by then I had my fill of Catholic school. I decided instead to go to Auburn Community College, a junior college near town, where I played soccer and loved it. I was trying to save some money, so I got a job working constuction during the summers. Callahan Trucking was all Teamsters by then, so I couldn’t drive the trucks. But my uncle Jim had a friend, a successful Italian guy named Joe Pedergrass, who owned a big equipment company. Every year he would hire one college-bound kid, so I started working there and learned how to drive heavy equipment.


It was brutal, hard work in those days, but I made great money. I saved up enough to put myself through college, and I bought an old black Jaguar. Then I transferred to the University of Buffalo. It wasn’t a state school at the time, it was private. It had a football team and a great English department. The writer John Barth was there, so I decided to major in English.


I loved college. The first thing I realized was that I could have an apartment off campus. That’s exactly what I wanted to do. I just had the greatest time. I loved the parties. I loved the sports. I loved the independence. I loved the camaraderie. I would work hard all summer, save my money and pay my own bills. I had this beautiful car and a zillion beautiful girls. Michael Quinn and I were the best dressers on campus. Revé later used to say that I was the only college guy she ever knew who insisted on sending all his shirts out to the cleaners and having the collars starched. All the guys from the Jewish fraternities called me and my crowd the Gentile Jocks.


My friends were preppy then, and athletes. We pledged the big jock fraternities, the Animal House types. Tom Roche was a big basketball player, six feet four. Michael Quinn was a defensive halfback, tough as hell and good-looking. Quinn was a killer, a Golden Gloves boxer, and one day he hit me so hard when we were sparring at the Y that he blew out my eardrum and knocked me unconscious. I later got drafted three times, and I failed all three physicals. So you could say that Quinn was the one who kept me out of the army.


We were all part of the same clique—the big men on campus. We would meet girls from other colleges and take trips to visit them. We were great partyers. We kept up in school, though. The only D I ever got in college was for a Red Cross class in lifesaving. I was a great swimmer and I got an A on the final, but I had never showed up for class. The instructor said, “You never came to class the whole term. I’m going to give you a D.”


I told him, “I know more than you do about swimming. Why should I come here and sit, freezing my ass off in this pool in the morning?”


He said, “Because I say so. That’s why. And you still get the D.”


During my final year at Buffalo I switched majors from English to history. I don’t know; maybe I was Englished-out. All I remember is all of a sudden being really interested in German history. It was the sixties and drugs were happening big time, but I was never into them. We were mostly into drinking, but never during the week. Later on, Students for a Democratic Society took over the Buffalo campus, and it was the beginning of the hippie movement. Being in a fraternity wasn’t cool anymore, so all of my friends and I de-pledged.


Everybody was into love beads, love-ins, and being a hippie. When I went home that summer, Joe Pedergrass said he might not employ me that year because I was a longhair and against the war. My dad was the greatest guy in the world about it. He said, “World War II was totally different, John. I fought for this country because it was a terrible threat. You know, the Japanese and the Germans wanted to kill us. But this Vietnam business is senseless. I’ll do anything I can. You and your brother Jimmy are not going to die in Vietnam.”


As college kids, what we were most into was working out at the gym all the time. We cared about what we looked like on the beach, or to girls. I always had girlfriends, usually a couple at a time. I didn’t think I was ever going to settle down; I was just enjoying everything too much. We used to go to Brunner’s, a college bar that was packed with all kinds of girls—Rosary Hill girls, University of Buffalo girls, sorority girls. It was a fun bar, no band, no disc jockey, and a lot of noise. My friend Reggie Eyre was the doorman. He was a big man on campus, too. Older, but one of those guys who just couldn’t seem to get his diploma. He was handsome, and the bartenders were Irish, and the bouncers were all football guys.


One night at Brunner’s, Reggie was trying to pick up this girl named Barbara Whitman, talking to her all night. Barbara was there with a girlfriend—the quiet type, just kind of tagging along. Reggie took me over to meet Barbara’s girlfriend, and I said hello. She looked about twenty. She was beautiful, and she had a body. Boy, this incredible centerfold body.


I asked her what her name was and she said, “Revé.”


Re-vay, with the accent on the second syllable, a name her father had picked out. From a French word.


Revé. Like reverie.


From a word that means “to dream.”
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Revé


I NEVER GAVE MUCH THOUGHT TO HOW OLD REVÉWAS. She was pretty, and she dressed sharp. And there was also that body. We were starting to kind of hang around together. She took me horseback riding, and we went skiing. She was always into her own thing, and I liked that. Then one night Tom Roche was sitting around at my place and picked up a copy of that day’s Buffalo Evening News. In it was a picture of Revé, who had just won an art contest. “Holy Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” Tom said. “There’s a picture of Revé in the paper, John, and she’s sixteen years old.”


But you know, she had this way about her. She had a certain presence. And after a while I just got over how young she was. She was way more sophisticated than anybody in her high school and she always dated older guys. She had a fake ID. That’s how she got into Brunner’s. She was bored with high school. She was into art and her horses. And even then, she always seemed very . . . I don’t know, serene.


We weren’t madly in love with each other. But we had a good time together, and I relaxed a little after she turned seventeen. She was beautiful, and she was caring, and she was up for anything. I was a wild child and I would go downtown when no one else would. I’d be the only white guy at James Brown concerts, and I’d go to the Pine Grill to listen to black bands because I loved the music and I loved to dance. I’d just go in and say hello to everybody and buy drinks, and everyone treated me really well. Revé loved that. She thought it was cool. She would watch Tom Roche and me go into these after-hours bars and bet a couple of bikers ten bucks at the pool table. She’d say, “You’re going to get beaten to a bloody pulp.” But we didn’t. We’d win. We would hustle money playing pool all the time. She loved it. Tom and I were the only white guys on campus who could dance. In retrospect, I think that that was a big part of our allure.


Up until that time, even though my given name was officially John, for as long as I could remember everyone had always called me Jack. By then, even Revé’s dad had heard that she was going out with this guy named Jack. Someone in college who was therefore a barbarian and way too old for her. Mr. Drew was thinking, “Well, she hasn’t brought him home yet, which means he must be fifty-eight years old and married with children.”


For a long time I would drop Revé off down the block, do anything not to be seen around her house. But when the time finally came that her dad wasn’t going to let her out of the house at all anymore, she figured it was time to take me over to meet him. After all the negative advance publicity, it went like this: “Dad, I’d like you to meet my new friend, John Walsh.”


A different guy entirely.


Revé had changed my name, and I never got it back. But it’s like I always said. She was quick on her feet.


I graduated from UB in 1965 and wasn’t really sure what I wanted to do next. I did know, however, what I didn’t want. I had already been to the Virgin Islands once, and also to Florida over spring break. I hated those upstate New York winters more than anything, so I talked Revé’s brother Cliff into moving with me to Florida. It was no big deal that Revé and I were going to be so far apart. We were already both seeing other people. We were both young and had other things to do without getting tied down. Still, I decided to keep in touch with her. After all, there was no reason not to.


She wound up coming down to visit me in Florida, and we had a great time. People liked her. Or as one of my friends put it, she was John Walsh with longer hair.


And I would see her when I went up North to visit. After a while Cliff decided to move back to upstate New York, and when he did, I got my own apartment and a job at the Diplomat Hotel. It was a gorgeous place on the beach in Hollywood, Florida, a town right next to Fort Lauderdale. My friend Jeff O’Regan had by then come down, too. I knew Jeff from Cornell, where he was a big football player. The minute we met, we became instant great friends. He was a daredevil, and we both liked dangerous sports. He was a barefoot water-skier and we both loved scuba diving and deep-sea diving and spearfishing. Whenever we were together, it was The Saga of Jeff and John. He was six foot four, a big, handsome Irish boy and the wildest guy I ever met.


The Diplomat was a huge luxury hotel right on the ocean, and I was a cabana boy working on the beach. Then head cabana boy. My job was to set up a hundred or so beach chairs in the morning and take care of all the guests. I made great money—a few hundred bucks a day in tips. I got to swim in the ocean every day and party every night. It was the most fun I had ever had in my entire life, including college. I wasn’t a beach bum. I was a former college guy taking a break.


There was always a bunch of little kids hanging around, bothering me. One of them, who belonged to one of the hotel’s top executives, John Monahan Sr., was little Michael Monahan, about ten years old. Michael and his brother, Johnny, were just a couple of little squids. I’d take them surfing and diving, and up to the Sportatorium drag strip with me every once in a while. So to them I was a big hero.


One day Johnny, who was eleven at the time, and Michael were playing around in a huge drainage pipe that led from the hotel out into the surf along a jetty. It was about six feet in diameter, and they were playing Batman in the cave inside it. Somehow Johnny got stuck underneath the pipe, between it and the sand, and then the tide started coming in. Michael tried to pull him out, but he was really stuck, and then the water started coming up around his mouth and they started screaming. Michael ran back up to the main pool deck where I was, crying, “John, John, you’ve gotta come. My brother’s stuck and he’s gonna drown!”


At first, I said, “Yeah, yeah, right. Stop playin’ with me. I’m busy.” But I finally realized that Michael wasn’t kidding. “Where is he?” I screamed.


I ran down to where Johnny was and immediately got the picture. There was no way to get him out before the water got over his head. By this time a crowd was gathering around, and old ladies were starting to panic, but nobody seemed to know what to do. I was screaming, “Would someone go and get me a goddamn regulator!” but nobody really did anything. So I ran back up to the hotel myself and broke into the scuba stand and grabbed a regulator and a tank. I ran back down to where Johnny was and leaned down to him and in a real quiet voice said, “Now, Johnny, remember what I taught you. Don’t panic here. I want you just to breathe. Breathe.” I stuck the regulator in his mouth, and Johnny started to breathe when the water came over his head, like I had always showed him in the pool.


Then I started digging with my hands in the sand underneath Johnny and somehow got both my arms around him, and when the water flowed out, I just grabbed him really tight and pulled as hard as I could, and all of a sudden he popped out like a cork.


I do not honestly recall that episode as such a huge deal, but nobody ever forgot about it. Especially John Monahan. Monahan used to say that he had always liked me, right from the start. But now, thinking that I had saved his son’s life, well, you can imagine. I am not trying to minimize what happened that day, or what might have happened had not cooler heads prevailed. But to me, more than anything it was an object lesson about practicing what my father had always preached: Stay organized. Don’t panic.


The Walsh brothers were known for surprises. At my house, we were always giving our mother a heart attack. So one night Revé came home from a date and there I was, standing in her foyer. Right there on her doorstep—the hallway, actually—telling her that I loved her and that I wasn’t going back to Florida without her. I didn’t bother giving her any time to make up her mind, because in my mind the decision was already made.


I asked her to marry me, and I went up to her hometown, Clarence, New York, to give her a ring. She picked me up at the airport in her father’s car, and as she was backing out of the parking space, she ran into a big, cement lamppost and totaled the back end of the car. “Well, we can either go home and tell my dad about it,” she said, “or else we can just go out and have a good time.”


So we headed out for the evening, and later on that night Revé also managed to lock her keys in the car. At that point, the car was already wrecked, so she just figured what the hell, and we kicked in the wing window of her father’s beautiful new silver Ambassador.


I guess you could say things have kind of been that way ever since.


It wasn’t too much later that Revé finally packed up her sewing machine and her cheerleading pom-poms, and we drove her car down to Florida. We got married on July 10, 1971, in a big wedding where everybody had a fine time except all the old ladies, who were scandalized because I wore brown-and-white spectator shoes without socks. A great wedding. An even better honeymoon. This was back in the days before frequent-flyer programs, and John Monahan gave us two round-trip plane tickets to Europe.


We took off and I remember sitting on the plane with Revé and me just looking at each other, and it was kind of like, “Well, here we go.” We decided that we would travel for as long as the money lasted—England, Italy, France, Spain. We felt like we were heading off on some great adventure, someplace that we had never been. I think that’s the thing that I have always loved most about Revé. I mean, she’s a good person and everything. She’s loyal. She’s loving. But mostly, she’s game.


We got to England and went to Bournemouth to visit our friends, the Maidments. Bill was a high diver and his wife, Sonja, was an Aqua Belle. We had met them in Florida where they came to work the water shows during the summer. We eventually wound up spending two months traveling all over Europe. We saw Revé’s relatives in Germany, and we went all over the place. But the Maidments were the ones who told us to go to Majorca. When I think of our honeymoon, that’s what I think of. A beautiful island off the coast of Spain where we rented a motor scooter and went up into the hills. We saw cactus fields and little old men with donkey carts. I even took Revé to the bullfights. She thought I was a Renaissance guy.


After we got back to the States, we moved into our first little house in Miami Shores. I got a job as a cabana manager at one of the big high-rises on the beach. I think the boss wondered what a college graduate was doing even applying for the job. But the money was good, and I got to do a lot of diving. I knew that I’d be working serious jobs soon enough. We had a lot of fun in those years. John Monahan had always liked me, but after what happened with Johnny, he was really interested in helping me out. After a while, I finally decided that it was time to get a real job, and he gave me one.


Monahan worked for a huge company called the Gulf American Corporation, a big land-development company that owned nearly a million acres in Florida, Arizona, and California. GAC had gotten into a lot of trouble earlier on because they had built cities out in the middle of nowhere to help sell their land off—mini-cities like Coral Gables, River Ranch, and one in the Bahamas called Cape Eleuthera. These were all self-contained resorts with restaurants, drugstores, and everything so that when you went there, you’d think, “Jeez, this is really great. I’m going to buy some land around here.” Except that there was nothing else around but the resort.


When GAC got into trouble, it was finally bought out, but the new company still had huge debts. Monahan had been managing hotels around Miami since he was a kid, so he got hired to revive these half dozen hotels. Hotels in places no one had ever heard of—Remuda Ranch in the Everglades, River Ranch up in the middle of Florida, and Cape Coral—that were all decrepit and losing money. He was called in by the bankruptcy courts and asked if he could take over these six hotels.


Monahan said that I was the kind of guy who drove my motorcycle too fast and wanted to see the whole world in fifteen minutes. He liked that, so he hired me. He was my mentor, and that’s how I started my career in the hotel-marketing business.


John Monahan opened up the world for me and Revé. He was educated and sophisticated. His wife, Peggy, was beautiful, and they knew everybody in town. Monahan loved Revé. One afternoon, John and Peggy’s only daughter, Lizanne, slipped out and wandered off, the way little kids do. She was probably four or five at the time. The Monahans lived across the street from a golf course, and Lizanne somehow made her way over there. Revé found her in the service barn where all the tractors were. Lizanne had just been having a little look around. Revé took her by the hand and walked her back over to the house. It wasn’t like she had been in any real danger or anything. But it was scary for Peggy. She had gotten hysterical. And Monahan always remembered that it was Revé who had brought Lizanne back.


Monahan was a widely traveled sophisticate, and he and Peggy introduced us to a lot of things. Revé was impressed once when Monahan had to make a phone call at a restaurant. Instead of going over to the pay phone, he just snapped his fingers and the maître d’ brought a Princess phone to the table.


In those years, the midseventies, Monahan and I did a lot of traveling—London, Berlin, all across the States. Anywhere we could get business for our hotels. We’d go all over the place selling the hotels to travel agents and making on-site visits. And it was great. All the old GAC properties had their own airstrips, and Monahan had a DC-3 for his personal use. We arranged bus tours and airboat rides. We had stables and fishing boats at our disposal. Anything to keep the guests coming.


I worked for John Monahan for about two years, and when he left GAC, I quit, too, and took a job with the Bahamian Out Islands Promotion Board, whose job it was to promote tourism in all the little, remote islands beyond Freeport and Nassau that no one had ever even heard of. My career was on a fast track, and I knew I was going places. Everyone was saying it: John Walsh was a success story waiting to happen.


The best part of the job was the people I met. I got to be great friends, for instance, with a guy named Garfield McCartney, a six-foot-four Bahamian diver with huge, broad shoulders. Garfield was a religious guy who owned a little rickety dive boat and lived on Tarpon Bay. He loved diving as much as I did. He could free dive seventy feet, go down without a tank, holding his breath for seventy feet. I had never seen a human being who could do that. So Garfield taught me how to free dive and I taught him how to scuba. He and his friends, and basically everyone down there, were wonderful, gentle people. This was twenty years ago, around the time that the Bahamas won their independence. Everybody on the island knew who I was. I would bring clothes and things down there for them when I came, and they opened up their homes to me. I’d be invited to all the funerals and weddings.


These were the really early days of pleasure diving. Hardly anyone was doing it, and there were no pressure gauges to tell you how much air was left in your tank. As part of our promotion effort, I came up with the idea of the Island Picnic, a great way to make money off the tourists. Garfield and I would take people out to a deserted island and then head out with the dive boat and spearfish all afternoon, bringing back bushels of fish and lobster for a big cookout dinner on the beach. I was the one hotel executive who actually took clients over there and got them in the water and took them snorkeling. I would put them in the boat with Garfield, give them snorkel gear and then drag them around so they could watch us spearfishing.


I was just starting out in the hotel-marketing business, and I was damn good at it. At the time, there was no air service to Eleuthera, and I got two airlines to start flying in. I was having a great time, and I was making money for these people. Pretty soon the government started hearing about it, but it didn’t make them happy. The big honchos were used to being treated like kings, but I was one guy who refused to pay homage. And that led to a huge confrontation with a particular official. He summoned me into his office, waved his finger in my face, and told me to get off his island and never come back. I split for a few days, flew back in, and then just went about my business as usual.


What I loved more than anything in those days was the diving. Jeff O’Regan would come down and hook up with me and Garfield for dive trips. If you’re a weekend diver from Detroit, you use the buddy system, where you go out together and hold hands. But old professionals like us weren’t afraid of going out by ourselves. One day we were all out of the boat, each going his separate way. I was carrying a beautiful, brand-new dive knife, and an arbolette, a big, triple-banded spear from Australia. Also a Hawaiian sling, which is a steel spear that has a wooden barrel and a big sort of rubber band on it. I also had a couple of bang sticks, CO2 cartridges with a .38 slug on the tip, which is what you use if a shark is harassing or bumping you.


It was already pretty late in the afternoon, and I already had a big bag of lobster and grouper. Then I saw one last huge rock grouper and decided I’d take him, too. I shot him with the spear, which didn’t quite kill him, so I went over and stuck him the way you’re supposed to, between the eyes in the brain. I was trying to figure out how to hang on to everything and haul this forty-five-pound fish out of the area without hanging around too long—which is not a good idea, because sharks can smell blood—when all of a sudden the grouper just swam off with my brand-new dive knife stuck in the middle of his forehead. I wanted that fish, and I wanted my dive knife. So I followed them both for probably half an hour, which was a little risky because I was wearing a forty-five-minute tank. I was dragging all my gear and the dead fish, and every time I got close to the grouper, he would skitter away. I finally caught up to him and wrestled my knife out and speared him a few more times.


Then I collected everything and headed up toward the surface, which is when I first saw the turbulence. I knew what that meant. A big storm had come up while I was underwater. That’s how it is in the Bahamas; the sky can be a beautiful clear blue, and all of a sudden, out of nowhere, it’s nothing but huge black thunderclouds. When I made it to the surface, there were three- and four-foot waves. And I knew I was a long way from the boat.


Just a few weeks before, I had been swept away in the Keys when I was out on a dive trip with O’Regan. I dove off the stern to try to help somebody who was floundering in the water. Somehow I got swept away in the current, and I was out in the shipping lanes until dusk. Just floating. I was ready to spend the night in the water. I figured no one would be able to find me in the dark. At one point, I waved my fin at a huge tanker going by, but I knew there was no way on earth they could see me. Finally, an old lobster fisherman on his way home came by in a little boat and stopped. As he was hauling me in, he kept saying, “What are you doing out here? You could get killed by sharks.”


So I had been through this kind of thing before and knew I could make it. This time, like the last one, I knew I’d just have to hang on. I was about twelve miles from shore, out in the middle of the ocean on a sixty-foot deep reef.


Step one was realizing that I would have to drop everything—my beautiful tank, my mask, the lobsters, the grouper, everything. Down they went. Then I stuck the biggest lobster on the prong of my four-and-a-half-foot Hawaiian sling and held it up as high as I could out of the water in the middle of all those waves.


Things were not the best, and I swallowed some water. But I didn’t panic. And then, after I don’t know how long, somewhere in the distance I finally heard the faint buzz of an engine. Jeff and Garfield had gotten back into the boat and tied the steering wheel so that it traveled in ever-larger concentric circles. Then Jeff, who’s six foot four, climbed up on the shoulders of Garfield, who is also six foot four.


That’s how you find someone who’s lost out in the middle of the ocean.


Later on, Jeff told me that Garfield was sure I was going to be dead. He kept telling Jeff, “He’s drowned. We’re never going to find him. It’s a huge storm, and he’s miles from the boat.” But Jeff had his own theory. He told Garfield that I was too mean to drown. Jeff said that I was out there, and that they would find me. And they did.


Jeff was my closest friend, and we knew that no matter what kind of trouble we got ourselves into, we would survive. Because we were always so calm, even in the worst panic situation. We would never be anything less than all right because we were so unrelentingly ice-cold-blooded.


• • •


Whether you have a $50,000 wedding, or do it at a justice of the peace, or go for a six-week honeymoon in Europe the way Revé and I did, marriage is still basically a verbal agreement between two people who are already pretty set in their ways. You’re adults, you have similar interests, and you’re in love. But let’s face it: you’re still just cohabiting. There are all the grandiose notions about love, the poetry, and how wonderful it is. But until you have a child, it’s not the real deal. I know lots of married people who don’t have kids. They each have their hobbies. They go on vacations together. They go out to dinner together. They do or don’t talk.


When Revé and I first got married, I thought we weren’t ready for kids. We both agreed that we had a lot of things we wanted to do first. Travel. Find careers. We wanted to wait to make sure that we had the income and the discipline. And we wanted to know for sure that the marriage was going to work.


We had both come from big families that revered children, and we knew that having them was more than some kind of hobby. I never understood how people could have kids and then treat them so badly. One day in a mall parking lot, Revé and I were walking back to the car and we saw a guy with his little boy, about five or six years old. The guy was screaming at the kid and waving his arms. And then, all of a sudden, the guy started slapping the little boy across the face. I ran over to this guy, and shoved him into a parked car. I was screaming at him. “Don’t you know any better than to hit your son that way? You wanna hit somebody, you hit me. People like you shouldn’t be allowed to have kids!”


Later on, I regretted it. But only because I had scared the little kid. He was going, “Please don’t hit my daddy. Leave my daddy alone.”


The guy had told me to mind own goddamn business. As if that were something I was really going to do.


Revé and I did finally decide that we had been married long enough to know that we were going to stick together, and that we both loved children and were maybe mature enough to have a child. I don’t remember if we actually sat down and said, “Now’s the time to do it.” I think we were just doing it. A lot.


It was pretty great out there in the moonlight on all those deserted islands, with the ocean and no people around. I don’t know where or when exactly, but somewhere along the line Revé told me she was pregnant.


Our lifestyle didn’t change immediately. Except that for the first time, Revé started getting seasick.


Right around that time, she and I were down on a trip to the Islands. I had managed to finagle a brand-new dive boat for Garfield, and he and I were out to spear as many groupers as we could. There were also some tourists along, including this woman who couldn’t swim and was absolutely petrified. I told her that if she was going to do one thing before she died, she had to go underwater and see a living coral reef.


So we got this woman into a life vest, and I put Revé in charge of her. “Just get her into the water,” I said. “She’ll be fine.” Then Garfield and I strapped on our tanks and went off for the kill. Leaving Revé, pregnant, in the middle of nowhere on a snorkeling trip with a terrified woman who didn’t know how to float, let alone breathe through a snorkel.


As Revé tells it, the woman nearly drowned the both of them. She was hanging on to Revé for dear life, wondering how she had ever been stupid enough to let a bunch of lunatics talk her into this.


The way I always looked at things was that if something was easy for me, then everyone else should be able to do it, too. A dive magazine once came down to do a story on Garfield and me, because we were night-diving and doing three-hundred-foot dives where you see gnarly-looking things like mutants that only live way down deep. And cave-diving, where you go into little holes that are so pitch-dark that you have to hold on to a rope to find your way back out. Just the thought of it made Revé claustrophobic.


But not too long after that snorkel trip, Jeff O’Regan and I did get Revé down on a dive. She had on the mask and the flippers and the regulator, double-hosed back then. We were killing fish right and left. Fish blood looks green underwater, so there was all this green stuff emanating from an ever-larger pile of dead fish. Revé was pregnant enough to be pretty buoyant by then, so she was on the sidelines, just sort of floating. Then Jeff and I decided to move farther out, and I motioned for Revé to protect the pile from any sharks while we were gone. She was motioning with her head, “No way. Forget it. I’m going up.”


But I kept saying, “No, no, no.” I backed her up against this coral reef and handed her one of my Hawaiian slings. Now, I figured, nothing could get her from behind. And she could just use the sling to poke at anything that attacked her from the front.


Jeff and I took off, and there was Revé. By herself. Out in the middle of the ocean, not a human being in sight. Remora fish—big fish with suction cups—were all over the place, and she knew why. They always show up when sharks are around.


As she remembers it, the remora fish were sucking on her mask. She couldn’t see anything. Green fish guts were all over the place. She figured the sharks had heard the dinner bell. She was totally out of her league. And I was just expecting that she could handle all of it.


That was the last time Revé ever went diving. Six months pregnant and she finally put her foot down.
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Adam


REVÉ WAS A BEAUTIFUL PREGNANT WOMAN. IF YOU LOOK at pictures of her from that time, you can see it. She became even prettier than she already was. She had gotten into bodybuilding, was very disciplined about it, and was into being healthy. When she was pregnant, she took extremely good care of herself.


Closer to her due date, she started having baby showers with her family and girlfriends. We didn’t want to come home from the hospital and not have the changing table set up, so we spent a lot of time getting ready for the big event. The baby’s room was going to be the front bedroom.


I was doing a lot of work in the Bahamas and still flying over there all the time. And we were getting some important publicity. Burt Reynolds was supposed to be coming over with a film crew because someone had told him about this crazy diving operation that Garfield and I had. It would have been a big, big break for the resort—me being filmed teaching Burt Reynolds how to snorkel. But it was too close to Revé’s due date. I turned it down.


Then, finally, came the day we had waited for. Revé went into labor and we drove, pretty calmly as I recall, to North Shore Hospital in Miami Shores. Back in those days fathers weren’t allowed into the delivery room. I tried, but they made me wait outside. And at 12:15 P.M., November 14, 1974, a nurse came out to tell me that our baby had been born.


I remember that day as a blur of happiness, all of us in the waiting room, going into the nursery and seeing him for the first time. He was the only grandchild on my entire side of the family. The first in a whole big family of Irish Catholics.


We named him Adam, after my father. Adam John Walsh. How could it have been anything other than one of the most joyous days of my life? It’s a boy. I’m a father. Holy mackerel.


I had created a new member of the species and I would now have a legacy. My genes would be carried on along with the Walsh name. I hadn’t thought I would care whether it was a boy or girl, but any male is lying who doesn’t admit he’s happy that his firstborn is a son. The male ego. Any man wants to have a son he can play ball with, get all that out of the way so that he can go on to have a little daughter to pamper. Seeing your very own offspring in the tribe. A human thing. I was so proud.


To this day, I shout in the car when good things happen. People always think you’re nuts if you talk to yourself, but I never thought it was strange in the least. I remember riding in the car and blasting the radio and yelling at the top of my lungs, “I’m a father!”


And of course Revé came through like a champ.


Revé always said that I was not the demonstrative type, because I never sent her a lot of gifts and flowers and things. But it was different on the day Adam was born. She hadn’t taken a Lamaze class. I don’t think there even were those classes back then. It was truly natural childbirth. Your wife just did it.


At the time, like all the local divers, I used to wear wooden clogs. Revé says she remembers lying in her hospital bed and hearing the sound of the clop, clop, clop as I came walking down the hospital corridor to her room. The echo of those footsteps on the tile, hearing me coming. I was so ecstatic.


We couldn’t afford luxuries back in those days, but on the nightstand by her bed were a dozen red carnations. And in the center of all those red flowers was a single one, white. That was what I sent her. The white one was for Adam.


The day that Adam was born was like no other day of my life. We were happy beyond words. I remember calling everybody up and screaming and yelling. I was delirious, elated beyond measure. As of that day, my life was perfect. Revé and I were fine. Work was going great. And now we had a little baby. A boy. I went to look at him in the nursery and he was the handsomest. Of all the other little babies, some were splotchy, others a little misshapen. Adam was the perfect little baby everyone was looking at.


It was a different kind of love. Something that we ourselves had created. Our own flesh and blood. It’s not like the love you have for your wife or your brother and sisters or the mother and father who you know will die someday.


While Revé was in the hospital, I got the house all cleaned up. I couldn’t wait for this new little glorious person to come home.


For all of the joy, though, there was also something terribly sad going on in our family. Not too long before Adam was born, my father had started to not feel very well, and he seemed to be getting weaker and weaker. Once on a visit to the family upstate, we were all playing football out in the front yard. Like the Kennedys—cousins, friends, the whole gang. My dad, who had always been such an athlete, went out for a pass. I was defending him and accidentally knocked him down. He was hurt, he crumpled up, and it turned out that he had broken two of his ribs. I felt terrible because I thought I caused it. What we didn’t know was that my father was sick. The diagnosis was multiple myeloma. Bone cancer.


We thought we were going to lose him.


My dad’s bones got so brittle they would snap at nothing. My mom and my youngest brother, Joe, would have to call the ambulance that took him over to the VA hospital in Syracuse. It was the best in central New York, but it was thirty miles away from the house in Auburn, and he would have to endure that painful ride. My mother seemed, I don’t know . . . lost. And then there was Joe. Only fifteen years old, younger than all the rest of us. After Jimmy and Jane and I had all left home, it was Joe who stayed, feeding my dad, washing and carrying him to the bathroom when he couldn’t do it for himself. Joe, more than anyone else, was brokenhearted.


The only thing I wanted was for my father to hang on long enough to see my first baby born. It was going to be a great testament to him, a real feather in his cap. He had always talked about how he couldn’t wait to be a grandfather, because he was going to take the kid to ball games and spoil him. Neither my brothers nor my sister was married at the time, but Dad was happy that at least one of us had been smart enough to settle down and give him a grandchild.


When Adam was born, there was such joy. I talked Revé into letting me borrow him when he was still an infant so I could take him up to New York to show my dad. I was desperate to have my father see Adam before he died. He was hurting so bad. And when someone’s got cancer, you never know. They could get pneumonia and be gone in two days. So Joe and I went up to the ward and asked one of the nurses if we could bring Adam in. She said, “Because of the possibility of wiping out a whole ward, because children are so prone to colds and viruses and babies are not immune to certain viruses, it’s totally against the rules to bring a child in here.”


So I figured that with Joe and Jimmy, we could get Adam up the fire escape.


It was frigging ten degrees out, but if one brother went ahead, checked the hallway to make sure the coast was clear, we could do it. Operation Walsh. My Dad had hung on long enough to see his first grandchild. The least we could do was sneak this little baby in and put him on my father’s bed so that he could see him and hold him. Once the head nurse came in and saw what was going on, and she just turned around and walked back out. Never told a soul.


We have pictures of my dad with Adam when Adam was four months old. My father had been feeling up to it, so he came down with my mother to Florida for a visit. Adam was in his stroller, and we all went to Disney World and dragged my dad all over the place. He had a body brace on and was sickly. Things weren’t getting any better, but he was still laughing a lot.


Later, when things got worse and my dad couldn’t get out of bed, we went to Auburn for a visit. We put Adam’s playpen in Dad’s bedroom, so that Adam could pull himself up and stand, holding the rail. The little guy would take his head all the way back, stretch his neck, make a round circle with his mouth, and then finally let out a little “Oooh, oooh, o-o-o-h . . .” It made us all laugh so hard that he’d just do it more. My family gives nicknames to everybody, and because of that, Adam’s was the Rooster.


Which became Rooster McCooster.


And then, finally, Cooter.


Which was his nickname until the day he died.


My father had always talked about how he was going to spoil his grandkids. The only thing was, he never got the chance to. In those days the hospitals didn’t know how to administer morphine the way they do now. He went down to ninety pounds and was in terrible pain. But he never once asked, “Why me?” The nurses used to remark about what a champion he was. How in spite of everything, he never complained. He died at age fifty-four. Even on his deathbed, he had such class.


Afterward, my mother was devastated. The lovely, gentle man she had loved almost all of her life was now gone. It broke my heart to have her so far away, all the way up in New York. So Revé and I asked her to be nearer to us, to come down to Florida to live. Jimmy was then in California, and Jane was gone a lot. She had gotten a job as a singer with a well-known sax player, Stan Getz. But Joe and Jane moved down with my mom, into a little house in a town called Dania not far from us. Revé loved my mom. She said my mother had way too much class to ever say anything bad about anybody. She called her “the silent majority.”


After Adam was born, my mom’s nickname became Gram. Later on, when he started talking, he was the first one to call her Gram Crackers. We knew right away that this little grandson was going to save her.


By that point, we were living in a little three-bedroom house at 2801 McKinley Street in Hollywood, Florida, which was right next to Fort Lauderdale. Three bedrooms, two baths. Adam’s room in front, the master bedroom in back. I did the yard. Revé decorated the house. We had wicker and bamboo furniture, lots of plants, and an antique writing desk in the living room. The house was on the corner, next to an elementary school, not far from the golf course and a ball field.


Adam was the big event in all of our lives. Jane was his godmother, Joe his big brother. Our little kid was the center of Planet Walsh in Florida Universe.


Of course it’s a tremendous change in anyone’s life, from getting up in the middle of the night to change diapers because your wife has been up all night breastfeeding, to putting in the extra hours at work because the bills have to be paid. But now you aren’t just saving up for a motorcycle or a nice car. Now you have responsibilities.


Right from the start, Adam was really mellow. He had a gentle, calming presence. I know that he had a maturing effect on me. I had always dreamed of being a dad like my dad. And now I was responsible for this little baby. We watched him constantly. He couldn’t make a move without us studying him. He slept with us, in our bed, because we couldn’t seem to put him down in his bassinet.


Then he started to smile, and we really went crazy. All the experts in the world can tell you that it’s gas. But you know why it’s happening. It’s because he loves you.


I always used to think that women smelled great. Nowhere near as great as the smell babies have.


Adam never had the terrible twos or the unruly threes. He was always spoken to respectfully, like a person with a brain and feelings. We took him to restaurants because he never threw a tantrum. People would always comment on what a well-behaved little kid he was. We didn’t believe in keeping him locked up in the house until he turned seven and then suddenly exposing him to the world.


Once, during one of our sales trips to Eleuthera, everyone decided to bring their kids along. There was a flotilla of three big boats—two for adults, and all the kids on the third. But we wouldn’t do that to Adam. He came on board with us, the only child on the big persons’ boat. I went down for cocktails one evening and found him sitting on a stool at the bar, surrounded by people. All the grown-ups were sliding over to talk to him.


Buddhists believe that some people have what they call old souls, as if they have already been here on earth many times. Adam was like that.


He was a little old soul.


There were always people in and out of our house in those days, such as O’Regan, my brother Joe, and Jimmy Campbell, a friend of Michael and Johnny Monahan who worked the sailboat rental concession at the Diplomat. Jimmy more than anyone spent a lot of time at our house.


If someone has a really beautiful dog, like an Afghan, and everyone else wants to take it for walks—that’s how all our friends were about Adam. “Can I take him to the ball game?” “Can he come to the movies with me?” He was the first little kid in our crowd, and everybody was always asking to borrow him. Gram used to say that she would rather have a conversation with Adam than with any grown-up in the room. He was just a lot of fun to have along.


One day Michael Monahan was over visiting Revé around dinnertime. Adam knew that I was going to be home in a few minutes, so he started gearing up. He liked to dress up like monsters and cartoon characters, and that day he put on his little Batman cape. He listened for the sound of my car pulling into the driveway, and when he heard it, he ducked behind a door.


I came in, and as I got to the end of the hall, boom, Adam flew out and tackled me, grinding his little teeth and trying to be scary: “Oooh! Oooh! I’m the evil monster!”


I was trying so hard to act scared—“Coots! Coots! Oh, no! Don’t hurt me!”—and not to bust out laughing. But I guess it was pretty obvious that I had just had one of those grueling days at work. Because all of a sudden, Adam stopped cold, looked up at me, and in the most serious, adult, concerned-sounding way said, “Oh, Daddy, what’s the matter? Did you have a hard day at work?”


Michael Monahan said that you could always tell when I was really laughing by the way my eyes would crinkle up. And that’s the way he remembers me laughing that day.
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